Errors in the articles published in medical journals are common and longstanding. As far back as 1950, librarians were debating how to correct errors in medical journals. 1 We have seen considerable progress in this area in recent decades and most journals now have policies to correct errors, as well as for dealing with fraud and scientific misconduct, in research articles. However, errors in other types of articles -such as editorials, commentaries and reviews -often remain uncorrected, even after these have been bought to the attention of the journals' editors or the articles' authors.
That errors occur in published articles is not surprising. Errors occur even in research articles that undergo extensive pre-publication peer review. Articles that undergo less rigorous peer review -such as commissioned editorials -will therefore also contain errors. What is needed from journals are rigorous and consistent policies for dealing with such errors when these are detected. This is not just an academic point. Statements and statistics in leading medical journals are likely to be referenced in future articles, and could also influence clinical practice and health policy. We therefore need to ensure that these facts are as accurate as possible and corrected quickly if inaccurate.
In Box 1, I've listed some statements in journal articles that are either wrong or that are highly unlikely to be true but which remain uncorrected. The journal used to select these examples, the BMJ, is probably no worse in this respect than other medical journals; and may in fact be better than many other journals in detecting and correcting errors because of its policy encouraging the submission of rapid responses to the articles it publishes. It is though a journal that prides itself in leading the way in developing publication ethics and policies, and for publishing research on the adequacy of the peer-review process. If we see errors in the BMJ, they may be even more common in smaller journals that have more limited resources for reviewing and checking articles.
Medical journals have made great strides in recent decades in improving the accuracy of their articles, but the focus has been very much on improving the quality of the research articles they publish. This quality improvement work has included, for example, the development of pre-publications checklists and statistical guidance to improve the accuracy of reporting of the methods and results sections in papers; 2 and guidance on disclosing conflicts of interest, particularly those of a financial nature. 3 Groups such as the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) have also developed guidance for journals, but these have been focused on dealing with fraud and scientific misconduct, and policies for dealing with the retraction of papers. 4 There is less guidance from these bodies on how to deal with unintentional but more common errors.
Can medical journals learn from other fields of publishing in improving the accuracy of their articles and dealing with errors? There are lessons that can be learned from newspapers and guidelines for the publication of government statistics. Some newspapers have appointed Readers' Editors to help correct significant errors quickly. This includes The Guardian newspaper in the UK, for example, whose readers' editor states that his role is to 'collect, consider, investigate, respond to, and where appropriate come to a conclusion about readers' comments, concerns, and complaints in a prompt and timely manner, from a position of independence within the paper'. 5 As part of this process, The Guardian has a section on its website where corrections and clarifications are published so that these are clearly visible to its readers. The publication of government statistics in the UK is regulated by a code of practice for official statistics that includes a commitment to correct any errors discovered in statistical reports and notify relevant people promptly. 6 With increasing recognition of the limitations of pre-publication peer review, there have been calls to rely more on post-publication review of articles. 7 However, such post-publication review can only be effective if journals have policies in place to ensure that errors in articles are identified and corrections published. Although some journals do claim to have policies that encourage authors to respond to significant criticisms of their articles, such policies are currently applied haphazardly, and journals do not appear to have any sanctions that they can use to make authors respond more appropriately to potential errors and misleading statements. The establishment of the role of a readers' editor, the creation of a clarification and corrections page on their website, 8 and the publication of a commitment to correct errors quickly are all initiatives that could be adopted rapidly by the larger medical journals. These journals play a key role in the dissemination of medical knowledge, the development of clinical practice, and the shaping public health and health service policies. As part of this role, journals should commit fully to post-publication review of their articles and not leave potentially inaccurate or misleading statements in these articles uncorrected.
